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The image in the Collect of hurrying toward the mystery of the Incarnation comes alive as relationships are restored.

Running to Embrace the
Mystery That Dwells among Us
Ronald Patrick Raab
Grant your faithful, we pray, almighty God,
the resolve to run forth to meet your Christ
with righteous deeds at his coming,
so that, gathered at his right hand,
they may be worthy to possess the heavenly Kingdom.
Through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,
who lives and reigns with you in the unity of
the Holy Spirit,
one God, for ever and ever.
—Collect from the First Sunday of Advent

RUNNING TOWARD THE MYSTERY

Praying this Collect on the First Sunday of Advent, we run
toward the mystery of the Incarnation. Along the way, we rouse
within us a deep desire for Christ Jesus, much like our ancestors
who awaited the Messiah. This desire in our souls reflects our
human longing for peace, hope, and liberation.
As Christians, we eagerly move toward Christmas, seeking
to make sense of our human frailties and relationships. The
Incarnation continues to reveal the love, compassion, and
tenderness of God’s fidelity toward all humankind. Christmas
is about love planted deeply into the hearts of God’s beloved.

The mystery of the Incarnation that we celebrate at Christmas
connects us not only to Jesus’ birth but to his passion, death,
and Resurrection.
The image of running toward this mystery of love comes
alive in various ways in our parish community, especially during
the Advent season. Advent bridges paradoxes and restores relationships. Love is born in unexpected places and among people
who are different from one another. Members of our youth
group continue to befriend our parish members with disabilities. Our young people listen to the older, vulnerable folks who
struggle to speak or walk. The labels dividing people melt away
when a bowling party opens new awareness that all life has dignity. Our young adults begin to see others with new eyes and
fresh hearts. Friendships emerge from the ashes of harsh judgment, negative opinions, and the fear of being with vulnerable
people. Love is born when people come together in powerlessness and faith.
When we run toward the mystery of God, our life
becomes a source of unity. In the parish weekly meal prepared
for people who are alone, homeless, or addicted, young people
show us how to serve. At these meals, love and companionship
are shared, and stories are told and heard. Sharing our lives in
faith is the building up of the Christian community, the road to
Christmas toward which we all run.
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SUMMONING OUR HEARTS TO GOD

The Collect on the First Sunday of Advent invites us to make our
spiritual home in the paradox of searching for what we already
have. Within this holy season, we do not pretend again that we are
awaiting the birth of a baby, the Messiah of God. Our ancestors
have already been through such exhaustive waiting. Our search is
to look more deeply into our aches and pains to discover again
how God brings peace, hope, and beauty. Jesus is born in the
spaces of our hearts that struggle to make sense out of life. Jesus
shows us how to live within our earthly bodies and relationships.
The Incarnation gives joy to all human life, and Advent summons
our hearts to God, who is already among us. Christmas is not just
regarding what Jesus once did on earth; rather, it celebrates what
Jesus is still doing in our lives—bringing peace, offering fulfillment, and enhancing joy and tenderness.
The function of the Collect offers a glimpse of the meaning
of Advent. As the faithful gather at every Eucharist, the priest
invites the assembly to pray. I have asked many groups of people
about this moment in the Mass, and it is always a surprise—even
a wake-up call—to worshippers to realize that when the priest
invites people to pray, they are supposed to pray. The Collect is
the summation of the heartfelt prayers of the people. On behalf
of every person in the assembly, the priest, with his voice and
posture, unites our prayers using language that lifts up our deepest longings to God. The priest articulates our hidden prayers by
using the words of one prayer. The hidden longings of our people
become the prayer of the liturgy. The Collect gives voice to all
that is hidden within our hearts. We open our hearts in Advent
so that Christ may be born in our human needs and greatest
longings, and in our hopes for peace, security, and justice.
The conclusion of the Collect invites us to the promise of
the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom of God is revealed to us in
the Real Presence in the Eucharist. The more we encounter
Christ Jesus in the Eucharist, the more we desire God’s passionate love toward humanity. During Advent, the Sunday Gospel
shows us the path to God.

THE GOSPEL LEADS TO KINGDOM LIVING

On the First Sunday of Advent, the Gospel (Mark 13:33–37)
heightens our eagerness for the divine presence. Jesus invites us
during this reading to be watchful and alert for our summons to
the Kingdom. This radical approach to the beginning of Advent
counters our notions of sentimentality and nostalgia during this
season. The adult Jesus challenges us to strip away pretense,
deceit, and false power. Waking up to Jesus’ coming calls us into
simplicity of life and a realizaation that nothing on earth will
satisfy such desires. As we enter Advent, we discover that waking up to the presence of God requires our attention to prayer
and the virtue of humility.
The Gospel for the Second Sunday of Advent (Mark 1:1–8)
challenges us even more in our sleepiness. John the Baptist seeks
to shake us out of our complacency and invites us to know that
Jesus is the source of our salvation. We hear in this text the adult
John projecting his voice across the desert so as to wake us up
out of our sin and doubt and to ready ourselves for an encounter
with Jesus.
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INVITED TO LIVE THE LIGHT OF CHRIST

As preachers and liturgists in this Advent season, we have an
obligation to challenge the sleepiness and complacency of the
assembly. We can help people see how the images in the Gospel
readings challenge and call for a response in how the faithful
live. As they seek the Prince of Peace during this season, the
readings may stir an awareness of what in our culture brings
about the realities of war, hunger, and violence. The depth of
Advent is rooted in the radical nature of God breaking into the
reality of our lives.
During this season, the sorrows of daily life can intensify,
and we are especially called upon to minister with mercy and
consolation amid many forms of contradiction. The death of a
loved one is especially unwelcome during the preparations for
the birth of the Messiah. The pain of divorce stings during this
season that stresses unity and the integrity of family life. The
disease of alcoholism particularly fractures relationships during
the holidays. Advent exposes many aspects of life for our ministerial attention and prayer. We are to become the manifestation
of hope for people in Advent. The hope that Advent personifies is
within every human heart that waits for God.
In the Gospel on the Third Sunday of Advent (John 1:6–8,
19–28), John the Baptist continues to challenge our identity as
Christ’s followers. He invites us in our darkness to live only in
the Light of Christ. When we live in Christ, we take to heart that
no darkness of doubt, hatred, or ignorance will win out, for we
remain rooted in love.
As ministers of the Eucharist, we help keep our common
spiritual identity alive in Advent. We must remain heralds of
justice and praise the mystery of love that is our redemption.
In Advent, our true identity must shine forth in Christ in the practical realities of parish life and within our households, in our often
violent world and threatening relationships. We belong to Christ
Jesus and we continue to run toward the victory that is ours.
By the Fourth Sunday of Advent, our running is nearly
complete. The Gospel (Luke 1: 26–38) reveals the tender love of
God in the person of Mary. Her pregnancy is a reminder that
hope abounds within us, in every human heart. Mary’s openness
to the miracle of new life becomes a model for every Christian
who believes that nothing new will ever happen. Nothing is
impossible for God. This is not a pious statement by an angel but
a reality for every heart that waits for new life in Advent.
As the Collect of the First Sunday of Advent unfolds
throughout the season, we are indeed worthy of the love within
the miracle of Jesus’ birth. We do not have to run but simply be
open to discover such power in our weakness. We do not have to
hurry, for what we have awaited is already among us. We are bearers of hope and givers of peace because this is what we have already
received in the person of Christ Jesus. Let it all be done within our
earthly lives, that justice and peace shall rise on earth.
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